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Restructuring and the Transformation of

Industrial Relations

Hoon-Kim and Joon-Shik Park
Korea Labor Institute

Since IMF crisis, the Korean system of industrial relations has been
confronting with a need for structural transformation. Just before IMF,
the industrial relations paradigm of Korean work-—places has been shaped
by an environment characterized by weak competition, insulated
monopoly status of big corporations, and ever expanding product markets.
However, those conditions conductive for the existing paradigm lost their
grounds in the context of accelerating economic globalization, increasing
competitive pressure, and diminishing market growth. In those situations,
the only viable option for the Korean firms seems to be taking part in the
competition area equipped with high -performance work system.
However, in order to be successful in the high—-end quality market, the
production system has to be sustained by a high—performance industrial
relations. In other words, they have to change existing industrial relations
practices and institutions in order to compete and survive in the high-end
world market. In order to overcome the challenges from the low-wage
competitors as well as the pressures from the world class competitors,
the industrial relations system has to be changed in such way as to have
an adaptability in the newly emerging market needs. In such situation,
we urgently need to have a critical overview of the situation of Koran
industrial relations and try to find alternatives ways for future direction
of industrial relations in both theoretical and practical dimensions.

The starting point of this study an urgent problematic that the Korean
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economy may endure another economic crisis any time in the future if we
cannot achieve a significant transformation in the paradigm of industrial
relations including the changes of institutions, work place practices, and
the consciousness of the core stake holders. In order to put our economy
in a more safe and stable high road of future, we may have to find a
new paradigm for the 21th century of industrial relations in Korea. This
study aims for admitting such demands. In order to get a clear vision for
the future, this study tries to critically examine the existing industrial
relations practices, extract gists of the bench marking companies which
was successful in achieving successful restructuring, cooperative
industrial relations, and employment security. Based on those studies, this
study tries to present some policy suggestions for the successful adoption
of high performance labor-management partnership in Korean context.
The content of this study 1s composed of three parts. The first part of
this study is devoted to embedding the theoretical grounds of alternative
industrial relations paradigm in the age of globalization and knowledge
economy. The second part of this study is an empirical analysis of the
survey data on the changes of industrial relations after IMF crisis. The
impacts of IMF economic crisis and subsequent restructuring on the
employment practices are examined in this section. In addition, we try to
have a prospective view on the changes and directions of such changes.
The third section is allocated in extracting the valuable information and
policy implications in the cases of successful Korean companies in their
ways of overcoming economic crisis and achieving high performance

labor-management partnership.
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